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Baltic Sea Regional Advisory Council (BSRAC)

Pelagic Working Group Meeting,

ICES, Copenhagen, 15th June 2009

Chair: Ryszard Malik

Rapporteur: Sally Clink 

Minutes

At this meeting there were WG members from 5 BS RAC Member States. Representatives from the European Commission, ICES, MRAG and IFM also participated, as well as industry (participants’ list attached).

1. Welcome, apologies, presentation

The chairman welcomed everyone to the meeting. There was a round table presentation. There were apologies from Stina Østergaard Gmür (Danish Ministry), Christian Olesen (Pelagic RAC), Niki Sporrong (FishSec), and Ottilia Thoreson (WWF). Adam Jakubiak (Polish Fisheries Chamber) was replaced by Krzysztof Stanuch (Fishing Shipowners Association). 

2. ICES advice for 2010

Presentation 

Steen Christensen, on behalf of ICES, gave a power point presentation of the scientific advice for the stocks in question. 

Herring SD 25-29 + 31 (excl. Gulf of Riga) 

This was an update assessment. Generally, the assessment was considered to be good and was thought to capture the trends in the acoustic surveys. Landings in 2008 had shown a minor increase compared to 2007. Discards were not a problem, whereas there was a small problem with mis-reporting of catches because of some sprat in the catches. The sampling was done very well. The age-at-weight at catch was considered to be the same as weight-at-age in the stock. He added that certain years had been excluded because they were not representative, and this has had an impact on the assessment. SSB is at a low level, but increasing; F is increasing a bit; recruitment is constant, but is low compared to the 1980s. He pointed out that there had been a regime shift in the Baltic whereby the food availability had changed. The biomass reference points need re-evaluating. The ICES advice was that fishing mortality should be less than Fpa (0.19) and catches should not be higher than 103,000 tonnes. 

Herring SD 28.1 Gulf of Riga

This is a benchmark assessment. The fishery is by Estonia and Latvia, using trawl (70%) and trap net (30%) fishery. There has been some mis-reporting, but this is decreasing due to increased enforcement and due to reductions in fishing capacity. There has been a fall in the mean weight-at-age, which could be due to the regime shift or changed competition in this stock. The assessment output shows a decline in mortality, but recruitment is high compared to previous years. There has been a small decline in SSB during 2002-2007, but this was not serious. In the 1980s there were not so many herring, so this gave a smaller SSB. Now there are more herring, and this may affect the weight-at-age, because there is more competition. The biomass reference points are not defined because there has been a shift in the regime. The recommendation from ICES is to follow Fpa at 0.4, and to keep catches below 33,000 tonnes.       

Herring SD 30 Bothnian Sea

This is an update assessment. In 2008 there has been a small fall in catches, reported at 65,000 tonnes. Fishing is with demersal and pelagic trawl, plus a few trap nets. There were no problems with unallocated landings or discards. The weight-at-age is declining. There is some concern about herring being exploited by seals, but this factor cannot yet be included in the assessment. F may have been increasing a bit; recruitment is at an average level; SSB is more or less constant. The assessment is a bit more noisy than the two previous ones, and this may be due to the fact that there are problems associated with using commercial data only. A scientific survey has been started on his stock, but a longer time series is awaited. There are no dangers seen with this stock. The recommendation is to fish below Fpa in 2010, which corresponds to landings of less than 109,600 tonnes. 

General discussion on herring

Ryszard Malik concluded from the presentations that the picture of the herring stocks seemed to be quite good and that prospects were also quite good. 

Reine Johansson asked about the regime shift in the herring stocks. He pointed out that for decades, there have been small quantities of sprat in the stocks and historically, there have always been changes due to the nature of the Baltic, for example salinity. He was concerned about the reliability of data going into the bench marking process. Steen Christensen replied that in 2008 there had been a presentation of research done on the Baltic ecosystem. There was clear data showing a change in the abundance of these species. ICES intended to have the Baltic and ecosystem working groups working together, so as to strengthen cooperation. But care must be taken about data overload. 

Krzysztof Stanuch was concerned about the survival of fish which escape from the nets. Steen Christensen replied that the mortality of escaped fish was not taken into account in the assessments.    

Ryszard Malik asked why commercial surveys were less useful. Steen Christensen explained that by definition commercial vessels were targeting herring, and were moving around looking for the catch, whereas the acoustic vessels repeated the same fishery year after year. The commercial data cannot stand alone; it needs to be supplemented by fishery independent data. Carl Jesper Hermansen was concerned about the uncertainties in the ICES assessment, and pointed out that the assessments made by the fishermen were vital. Markku Saiha explained that fishermen contributed to the assessments in Finland, and satellite data was included. There was agreement among the WG members to recommend that the best data on which to work was a combination of commercial and scientific data. It was important to highlight this as an area of cooperation that could be started immediately. There was a need for some reference fleets working directly for ICES providing data on a haul-by-haul basis. 

Sprat SD 22- 32 

This was an update assessment. Landings were down 2% compared to 2007, and 79% of the TAC is utilised. There are problems with the mixed nature of catches of sprat and herring. There is a lower mean weight-at-age than 10 years ago. Fishing mortality is high and may be increasing. SSB is at an average level, higher than 20 years ago. Recruitment looks consistent. It was felt that the assessment was performing well on this stock, and was even better given the revised tuning fleets. A benchmarking assessment would be required to go into more detail on the stock. Steen Christensen pointed out that there was a regime shift and a lack of biomass reference points. Fishing effort was too high. The recommendation was to fish at Fpa of 0.4 with a TAC at 306,000 tonnes, which was a 28% reduction in the TAC. 

Discussion on sprat
There were general reservations about the recommended reduction in the TAC. Pehr Eriksson asked about the lower weight-at-age and asked where and when it was carried out. He pointed out that the change from fishing sprat for consumption to industrial use would lead to an obvious change to the weight-at-age.. He also pointed out that there had been an explosion in recruitment in 2009: similar levels could be found back in 1994-1996. Fishermen were experience a double catch rate per hour compared to last year. Steen Christensen agreed that recruitment may have been under-estimated. The comments on mean weight-at-age reinforced the need to compare data from commercial catches with scientific surveys to get improved data. Ryszard Malik pointed out that the Polish fishermen had had a very good sprat fishery, with no discards, and catches included fish of every age: this argued against any reduction in the TAC. The aim was stability without big variations in the TAC. Kai-Arne Schmidt had comments to the SSB: it had been stable for 10 years, and now was reported to be going down. Carl Jesper Hermansen said that there was no reason to reduce the TAC for sprat by 28%. An agreement was needed to take the scientists out to sea to see what is happening. He asked the BS RAC to recommend a roll-over for sprat. Steen Christensen pointed out that this was only an update assessment; changes could not be made to the assessment until a benchmarking workshop was held. He agreed that SSB was more or less stable, but the point was that according to ICES, fishing effort was too high and had been under-estimated. Therefore the recommendation was precautionary.     

3. Commissions’ Communication: Consultation on Fishing Opportunities for 2010

Peter Hopkins gave a brief background to the Communication and explained the Commission’s aim of putting into place a long-term strategy for managing the stocks and thus minimising large fluctuations in TACs. There had been a few changes to the Communication. One was the section on discards: the intention was to enforce a ban on high-grading in all EU waters. Another was the section on the Lisbon Treaty and the implications that this would have on co-decision. Technical measures from the TAC regulations will be subject to co-decision; but this will not apply to the Baltic this year.  He gave an explanation f the categories governing rules for TACs, given in Annex II of the Communication. For categories 6 to 9, ICES had been asked to provide for a better set of rules on what to do in the case where the state of the stock is not known; their reply was expected in September.  

Kai-Arne Schmidt questioned the statistic of 86% from Table 2, Annex I, of stocks which are over-fished with respect to MSY: this did not mean that they were outside safe limits. Then for page 5, footnote 5, he felt it to be excessive that the Commission counted a TAC set when advice recommends zero catch as a 100% excess. Peter Hopkins explained that the overall aim was to put in place long-term management plans to rebuild stocks; the precautionary plan is the default. In cases where STECF was advising a zero catch, the Commission was not advocating zero catches, but a catch reduction of 25%, as pointed out in Category 11 in Annex II. Carl Jesper Hermansen had a comment to Category 11 in Annex II, which he saw a problematic: if a MS does not fish its quota, it would mean proportionate reductions in quotas for other MS. Peter Hopkins replied that the reason behind Category 11 was lack of scientific advice: it was not due lack of uptake of quotas. A 15% reduction cannot be blindly applied; a case-by-case approach must be taken. Kai Arne questioned the provision in Category 11 for MS to submit a plan to improve the advice and to improve the information; this cannot be worth the effort in the case of a bycatch quota. Peter Hopkins invited the WG to come with a structured response to these comments both for the 15% TAC adjustment and for the bycatch quotas.   

Reine Johansson asked about the implications of the Lisbon Treaty for the RACs, and any recommendations that they produced for instance with respect to selectivity from the demersal WG. Peter Hopkins replied that with the technical measures the aim was to have an over-arching Council regulation with general principles, involving the European Parliament, accompanied by Commission regulations. However, it was uncertain whether the MS would accept such a procedure: if they did not, then the decision-making process would take much longer.    

4. Report from Focus Group meeting 18th May 2009

The Secretariat gave a brief account of the meeting and conclusions drawn from it. The WG took note and supported the aim of the two RACs to work together on herring in Area IIIa. They would await the scientific advice from ICES on this stock. 

5. Long-term management for pelagic stocks

Ryszard Malik gave the background to this. He reminded the WG that the job of the BS RAC was to help develop a long-term management plan for pelagic stocks. He read from the initial recommendation made by the BS RAC in June 2008. He added that ICES want to develop the plan in dialogue with everyone - including the RACs. He then went though the ICES recommendation 8.3.3.1 stock-by-stock. 

Western Baltic Herring 

Ryszard Malik pointed out that it was hard to discuss this stock because there was no advice yet, but he hoped that at the next Focus Group meeting on IIIa there would be participation from Skagerrak and Kattegat representatives to get their viewpoints. Reine Johansson and Kai-Arne Schmidt agreed: it was important to cooperate with the Pelagic RAC and the scientists on this plan. Moreover, with respect to the Marine Stewardship Council it was interesting to work on the western Baltic herring. Krzysztof Stanuch pointed out that selectivity and survival of escaped fish had not been taken into account. Carl Jesper Hermansen pointed out that the mixing of herring in the Western Baltic and Skagerrak was complex and that those fishing in the different areas have differing views in how to divide the fishery. Clara Ulrich remarked that the complexities of the western Baltic herring with respect to management were acknowledged, but dialogue was essential; it would have to be discussed how JAKFISH fitted into the process.    

Central Baltic Herring

There were no comments from the WG

Gulf of Riga 

There were no comments from the WG

Sprat 

There were no comments from the WG

There was a general discussion of the long-term management plan. Krzysztof Stanuch asked whether the targets used in the management plan for pelagics and cod were political. Peter Hopkins explained that a plan for the pelagic stocks in the Baltic was needed, and the focus was on a long-term plan for pelagic stocks. ICES had produced a precautionary plan, and had added what the implications would be if the cod stocks increased. The Commission had no views on what should be done in this respect. The BS RAC’s views on what was important were awaited. This led to a discussion on the implications of a long-term management plan for the cod stocks. Reine Johansson pointed out that it was important to have management objectives. He reminded the WG of the situation in the 1980s with a big SSB and a big fishery; there was over-fishing year after year which ended up destroying the cod stocks. In addiction to the considerations with respect to cod, there was also the long-term problem of how to take on the ecosystem approach. Some had reservations about taking on board all species, and at the same time applying the MSY objective. Carl Jesper Hermansen pointed out that there were so few cod fishermen left, that there was not enough time to reach MSY. Pehr Eriksson had comments to the distribution of herring and sprat as opposed to cod. Most of the herring and sprat were in the northern Baltic, where there are few cod, whereas investigations into pelagic species were not being carried out in the northern Baltic. ICES were recommending a reduction in the sprat fishery, whereas the fishermen were seeing more fish. He felt that the factors used to measure them had changed. 

Ryszard Malik read the written recommendation from WWF (attached to these minutes), which, he pointed out more or less followed the ICES advice. He added it was hard to discuss with people not present at the meeting.

Ryszard Malik rounded up the discussion by saying that more work was needed on this subject. He recommended making a request to the ExCom for more time to work on this and to get more data to see how the stocks were reacting. Moreover, it was not possible to accept a reduction in the pelagic stocks when there was evidence of the stocks increasing. 

6. Selectivity in pelagic fishery, discards. 

Krzysztof Stanuch referred to the extremely high mortality in the pelagic fishery and proposed cancelling any mesh size in the industrial fishery, whilst at the same time requesting a scientific assessment of such a step on the fish stocks. Pehr Eriksson said it was more important to discuss the construction of trawls. Bigger equipment is being used, but there is no by catch or discard. Reine Johansson thought it was important to have reports from each country on the fishery. It was also important to discuss the sampling system in use. 

Ryszard Malik noted that this discussion had begun and the WG would follow up on it. 

7. JAKFISH 

Clara Ulrich had nothing new to tell on JAKFISH. JAKFISH was not preparing a management plan, although the work being done by MRAG/Innovative Fisheries Management (IFM) covered some of the ideas that JAKFISH had in mind. JAKFISH has the framework and the money to keep on working, and she will keep in close contact with the people doing the work. Ryszard Malik said that the BS RAC would ask JAFISH for help and future cooperation on this topic.  

8. MRAG/IFM study

Tom Peatman from MRAG gave a power point presentation of the socio-economic impact study in connection with a long-term management plan for pelagic stocks in the Baltic. He explained the tasks involved in this study, which basically consists of assessing fisheries potential with different management scenarios. He explained how the study was progressing and the methodology involved. The study had involved an analysis of a range of management options and scenarios which consist broadly of three options:

1. status quo

2. ICES long-term plan and harvest control rules

3. ICES harvest control rules with expected reductions in vessels numbers 

The reference data of 2015 and 2020 were used in the studies. By means of various tables the provisional results of the study were shown to the WG. The results showed that there was very little difference between the status quo scenario and the ICES harvest control rules. The expected reduction in vessel number could be expected to lead to an increase in earnings, and the cod recovery could be expected to have a big impact on earnings. By projecting to 2020 it could be expected that a lot of sectors would benefit from the introduction of ICES harvest control rules.  

Sten Sverdrup-Jensen from IFM explained their part of the analysis which consists of looking at the positive and negative economic, environmental and social impacts of the proposed pelagic management plan on the fishing industry, fish processing industry and on regions or local communities. They would be carrying out interviews with representatives of the sector from the BS RAC countries and had circulated a written questionnaire to the governments of the BS RAC countries. 

The WG took note of the presentations, but did not come with comments. Ryszard Malik noted that the presentations basically confirmed expectations that the Commission’s harvest control rules would not change things with respect to a long-term management plan 

Ryszard Malik concluded from the meeting the following:

· To go through the minutes from this meeting and to highlight the relevant points to be sent to the ExCom members for adoption at Vaasa.

· With respect to the long-term management plan, there were a lot of things to take on board. The long-term plan needed developing and there was a need for scientific input so as to understand the details and implications of such a plan: it had to be understandable for the fishermen. 

· With respect to the TACs for 2010 to recommend a roll-over for all stocks

· In particular, there was common agreement among the WG that a reduction in the TAC for sprat was not desirable.

9. AOB

It was discussed whether to hold the next Pelagic WG meeting before the autumn. This would depend on time and resources. This would be considered after the ExCom. 
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Chairman Ryszard Malik

Minutes by Finnish Fishermen´s Association

What was discussed and said during the meeting, here´s written minutes to your knowledge. Main points to us are herring in SD 30, which advice is acceptable, and sprat, which advice is impossible to Finland. In that matter we are backing Swedish proposal to increase sprat quota.

Minutes in detail:

Herring

ICES advice for herring in SD 30 + 31 is a TAC of 109 600 tons. This corresponds to an increase of 32 % (the figure of 51 % in the ICES forecast table is erroneous) compared to this year. ICES points out that the stock is being harvested sustainably. ICES furthermore maintains (see section 8.3.3.1b) the points earlier put forward by Finland that there has been a decreased mean weights-at-age in the stock caused most likely by climate induced changes in the food web as well as stock density dependent effects which have impacted the value of the catch. This could also increase the dioxin content of the caught fish. ICES concludes that reduced growth rates caused by density dependent effects are likely. The exceptionally large year class of 2002 and the large new year class identified for 2006 will increase the effects of the large numbers of herring individuals.

For these reasons we would propose that the TAC for herring in the Gulf of Bothnia would in line with ICES advice be proposed at 109 600 tons. This would allow for an increase in fishing and a decrease of the density. The SSB would still remain at a very high level. The justifications for such a proposal and a slight deviation from the maximum change rule of 25 % (category 1 MSY stock in annex II of Commission consultation on fishing opportunities for 2010) are more than solid. The element of density-dependence should be catered for in the rules for setting TACs.

Furthermore we would propose that this very specific situation of the herring in the Gulf of Bothnia (density/growth/dioxin) would also be taken account of in the coming proposal for a management plan. This would be done with an inclusion of the following complementing harvest control rule:

A higher fishing mortality rate (compared to Fpa or MSY) is allowed when the SSB is larger than the precautionary level and the recruitment is normal and all age-groups are represented in the stock (= state of stock very healthy). The allowed fishing mortality rate shall not reduce SSB to levels less than Bpa. This would only allow for a reduction in stock density and an improvement in growth-rate and dioxin levels. The development of the stock would be assessed on a yearly basis.

Sprat

The TAC for sprat should at least be maintained at its current level of 399 953 tons, not reduced as proposed by ICES (309 000 tons). The main reasons for this are to be found in the ICES response (8.3.3.1d) to the requests on ecosystem effects of a reduction in the size of the sprat stock. The modelling performed by ICES and current knowledge indicates that increased sprat fishing would:

1) decrease sprat SSB to an on average stable level and increase sprat growth and improve their condition

2) slightly increase the cod SSB (naturally also dependent on cod fishing and environmental conditions)

3) increase herring SSB and growth and improve their condition, and

4) increase total summer zooplankton and decrease phytoplankton biomass (algal blooms).

These effects would all be beneficial both for fish stocks and the marine environment (in-line with the Cod plan and the Helcom BSAP). Although there are many sources of uncertainty there is sufficient knowledge and indications for a decision to maintain the sprat TAC at its current level. This would only reduce the sprat SSB slightly towards a stable level that in scientific literature has been identified for cod dominance.
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